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MEMORANDUM
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DATE: February 19, 2020

SUBJECT: Shoreline Environment Designations in the SMP Update

The purpose of this memo is to provide background on draft shoreline environment
designations (SEDs) in the proposed Shoreline Master Program (SMP) update,
including the degree of proposed change in the draft SMP. Information regarding SEDs
was also previously presented to the Planning Commission during four meetings in
2017: June 7, July 19, September 6, and December 6.

What are Shoreline Environment Designations?

Shoreline environment designations are a system of categorizing shorelines required by the
Shoreline Management Act, in order to plan and manage shoreline resources effectively and to
provide a uniform basis for applying policies and regulations within distinctively different
shoreline areas.

The draft SMP under review by the Planning Commission utilizes the following SEDs
recommended by the Department of Ecology. Descriptions of these are located in WAC 173-26-
211(5) and Chapter 19.200 in the SMP update.

Shoreline Environment | Purpose (as described in draft SMP)
Designation
Shoreline Residential To accommodate residential development and appurtenant structures
that are consistent with this Program, and to provide appropriate
public access and recreational uses.

Urban Conservancy To protect and restore ecological functions of open space,
floodplain and other sensitive lands where they exist in
urban and developed settings, while allowing a variety of
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compatible uses.

Rural Conservancy Provide for sustained resource use, public access, and
recreational opportunities while protecting ecological
functions, and conserving existing ecological, historical,
and cultural resources.

Natural To protect those shoreline areas that are relatively free of
human influence, and/or that include intact or minimally
degraded shoreline functions intolerant of human use. Only
very low intensity uses are allowed in order to maintain the
ecological functions and ecosystem-wide processes.
Restoration of degraded shorelines should be planned
within this environment.

Aquatic To protect, restore, and manage the unique characteristics and
resources of the areas waterward of the ordinary high-water mark
(OHWM).

These SEDs are among those recommended by Ecology in their updated 2003 guidance.
They are different than the SEDs originally assigned to Thurston County shorelines in
1990 (See Attachment 1). Thurston County must update its SEDs as part of the required
update of its SMP.

How were Shoreline Environment Designations updated from 1990, as required by the Shoreline
Management Act (SMA)?

The information used to propose SEDs for the reaches of shorelines regulated by the
SMP is housed in the Inventory and Characterization report. The report serves as a
baseline for tracking “no net loss of ecological function” as required under SMA. This
document was accepted by the Department of Ecology in 2013 for use in the Thurston
County comprehensive SMP update.

This report examined existing land use patterns, zoning, shoreline modifications,
ecosystem-wide processes (such as the movement of sediment or water), slope stability,
drift cell locations, riparian vegetation and other habitat characteristics, management
issues and opportunities, among other parameters. Breaks between different SEDs, or
“reach breaks”, were determined based on physical features, riparian vegetation width
and fragmentation, land use, zoning and ownership types, park boundaries, and city or
urban growth area boundaries.

The Inventory and Characterization report was used to draft preliminary SEDs consistent with
Department of Ecology recommendations. The draft SEDs assure the protection of existing
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shoreline ecological functions while recognizing the current and proposed pattern and intensity
of development, and are consistent with policies for restoration of degraded shorelines.

The Department of Ecology accepted the County’s Shoreline Environment Designations Report
in 2013. This report details the analysis used to determine the draft SEDs, summarized here:

e In general, reaches or portions of reaches are recommended to be designated Natural if
they have high quality habitat characteristics and/or minimal shoreline modification.

e Reaches or portions of reaches are recommended to be designated Shoreline Residential
if they were platted and/or are developed for relatively high-density residential
development and showed signs of more intense modification/use, including parcels where
most of their area is within shoreline jurisdiction.

e All other shorelands upland of the ordinary high water mark! are recommended to be
designated Urban or Rural Conservancy.

e An Aquatic designation is recommended for all areas waterward of ordinary high water
mark--essentially creating a parallel designation for all shorelines (one for the shoreland
or upland area and one for the water).

An excerpt from the Shoreline Environment Designations Report is found in Attachment 2. For
each proposed SED, the report describes the purpose, designation criteria, and relation to the
1990 SMP and/or state guidelines.

Some proposed SEDs have the same or similar name as SEDs in the 1990 SMP. The relationship
between the current and proposed SEDs is generally described as follows:

e The current Natural SED is most closely related to the proposed Natural SED.

e The current Conservancy SED is most related to the proposed Urban and Rural
Conservancy SEDs. “Urban” and “Rural” in this context denote whether the area in
question is in the urban growth area or unincorporated county, respectively.

e The current Rural SED is most closely related to the proposed Shoreline Residential
SED. However, this SED was applied broadly to different types of environments in 1990.
There are some shorelines currently designated Rural that more closely reflect the criteria
of other proposed SEDs, and are proposed to change to a different SED.

e The proposed Aquatic designation is a new designation since 1990. It originated from
Ecology’s updated guidelines for SEDs, and applies waterward of OHWM.

! As defined in the draft SMP, the ordinary high water mark (OHWM) is the mark that will be found by
examining the bed and banks and ascertaining where the presence and action of waters are so common and usual,
and so long continued in all ordinary years, as to mark upon the soil a character distinct from that of the abutting
upland, in respect to vegetation as that condition existed on June 1, 1971, as it may naturally change thereafter, or as
it may change thereafter in accordance with permits issued by the County or Ecology provided, that in any area
where the OHWM cannot be found, the OHWM adjoining salt water shall be the line of mean higher high tide and
the OHWM adjoining fresh water shall be the line of mean high water.
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How much do the draft SEDs differ from 199022

The Planning Commission has asked what proportion of shorelines are proposed to change to a
more environmentally protective designation (e.g., from Conservancy to Natural) based on the
criteria explained above. Staff has performed an analysis of the degree of this change.

There are approximately 10,430 parcels, or portions of parcels, subject to shoreline jurisdiction
in Thurston County (outside incorporated areas; approximately 8,200 property owners). While the
County can provide GIS maps showing the approximate location of parcels relative to a SED,
actual determination of what SED applies to a given parcel is made during project review.

Of all parcels mapped in shoreline jurisdiction, approximately 3,219 parcels are proposed to
significantly change designation® from 1990. Of those, approximately 3,033 are changing to a
more protective designation®, and approximately 186 are changing to a less restrictive
designation”®.

In addition, approximately 940 new parcels are being added to shoreline jurisdiction because
they meet the definition of a “shoreline” regulated under the SMA (e.g., Bigelow Lake and
Spurgeon Creek), or because recent GIS map updates include better data on the location of
associated critical areas, such as flood hazard areas (critical areas associated with shoreline
waterbodies fall within SMP jurisdiction). Draft SEDs have been assigned to these areas using
the criteria explained in this memo.

How much can we rely on mapped data to inform SEDs or shoreline jurisdiction?

The County’s GIS data changes over time, and while it represents best available information, it
can not be a perfect representation of on-the-ground circumstances. The map of proposed SEDs
reflects the best data at the time of this update. The proposed SMP includes avenues for property
owners to provide alternative information if it appears the extent of a SED is mapped in error

2 Note that all values (number of parcels, and unique parcel owners) represent DRAFT information. Calculations
were based on the best available data as of 01/29/2020. Best available data is representative of a variety of different
sources (including the Thurston County Assessor’s Office, Department of Ecology, Department of Natural
Resources, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency). This data is intended to be used as a representation of
the physical world but is not accurate or authoritative for engineering or survey purposes. Data is constantly
improved as newer, best available data standards are identified. This can happen with or without Thurston County’s
knowledge or input. Any changes to underlying datasets should and will be used to update the Shoreline Master Plan
to better reflect physical world conditions.

3 For the purposes of this memo, the following are not considered significant changes of designation: parcels
proposed to change from ‘Rural’ to ‘Shoreline Residential’, ‘Conservancy’ to ‘Rural Conservancy’ or ‘Urban
Conservancy’, and ‘Natural’ to ‘Natural’, because such changes represent parcels proposed to change to a SED most
similar to the SEDs in the current SMP.

4 For the purposes of this memo, proposed designation changes representing a “more protective” designation would
include a Rural shoreline proposed to change to any other SED; or an Urban or Rural Conservancy shoreline
proposed to change to a Natural SED.

5 For the purposes of this memo, proposed designation changes representing a “less restrictive” designation would
include a Natural shoreline proposed to change to any other SED; or a Conservancy shoreline proposed to change to
the Shoreline Residential SED.
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(see below, and section 19.200.145 in the proposed SMP). The following caveats apply to this
mapped data:

The parcel layer is always subject to change as new lots are created and existing
boundary lines are adjusted.

Parcels will show up in GIS as being within shoreline jurisdiction if any portion of them
is within shoreline jurisdiction. Whether a project location is within shoreline
jurisdiction, what SED and buffer applies, and whether any critical areas will influence
the project are determined on a case-by-case basis looking at mapping materials and
conducting field review during an application process.

Limitations of the data will cause parcels to falsely appear to be proposed to change to a
more protective designation. For example, the parcel layer is inaccurate in some areas,
and may not exactly align with the SED layer. For areas along reach breaks where one
reach is proposed to change to a more protective designation, parcels on the other reach
may erroneously appear to be changing.

What is the significance of a change in designation?

The significance of a change in SED for any given parcel (e.g., will the property owner be subject
to additional regulation on how he/she may develop their property) can only be clearly understood
at the site level. This is due to the following factors:

Some parcels that are proposed to change to a more environmentally protective
designation already have development limitations under the Critical Areas Ordinance.
This includes floodplains and wetlands associated with shoreline streams. Applying the
appropriate SED based on criteria described in this memo does not change the existing
regulatory restrictions in place to protect public health and safety, water quality, or other
habitat functions. Critical Areas Ordinance protections for critical areas associated with
shoreline waterbodies are incorporated into the draft SMP by reference.

For parcels that are already developed, a changed SED that comes with more
environmentally protective regulations also comes with flexibility for rebuilding and
expanding legally existing nonconforming structures. Such flexibility may not be offered
under the current 1990 SMP.

Some parcels changing to a more protective designation are unlikely to be built upon
based on ownership, including parcels owned by the homeowners’ association in the
Sunwood Lakes and Clear Lakes communities.

Some parcels may not have proposed designation changes, but could still see increased
buffers under the proposal. For example, a parcel on a lake currently designated
Conservancy has a 100 foot buffer. For Conservancy parcels that become Rural
Conservancy in the proposed draft, buffers are proposed to be 150 feet.

In sum, a more environmentally protective designation does not always mean more restrictions
on development under the proposed draft SMP.



How might buffers change with changing designations?

In the draft SMP, buffers may increase, decrease, or stay the same for a given property,
depending on the shoreline type and SED in question. Some examples are included below. The
draft SMP includes proposed buffer options that would reduce buffers for many SEDs compared
with the 1990 SMP.

Buffers that could decrease: Some current buffers may decrease in the draft SMP. For example,
a parcel designated Conservancy on Puget Sound currently has a 250 foot buffer. If that
designation changed to Natural under the current draft SMP, that buffer could be reduced to 200
feet, or stay the same (both options are under consideration in the draft). There are approximately
364 marine shoreline parcels proposed to change from Conservancy to Natural in the proposed
update.

Buffers that could increase: Based on the Inventory and Characterization Report, and application
of Ecology’s SED criteria, there are approximately 1,310 parcels proposed to change from Rural
(i.e. Shoreline Residential) to a more protective SED on the marine shoreline. Buffers for these
parcels are currently 50 feet. Under the proposal, buffers could increase to 150-250 feet,
depending on what SED they change to, and what buffer option is ultimately approved with the
SMP update.

On lakes, there are 349 parcels proposed to change from a Rural (i.e. Shoreline Residential) SED
to a more protective SED. Buffers for these parcels could increase from 50 feet (currently) to
100-250 feet, depending on what SED they change to, and what buffer option is ultimately
approved with the SMP update.

Buffers that would stay the same: There are approximately 845 parcels along streams or
associated wetlands proposed to change to a more protective designation. These parcels already
have a 250 foot stream buffer, and this is not proposed to change in the update.

Parcels within shoreline jurisdiction which are separated from the water by a road or another
parcel that creates a distinct break from the shoreline may not be required to meet certain SMP
provisions, such as buffers, so long as the proposed use in the parcel does not result in a net loss
of ecological function. These parcels may not be reflected in mapping, meaning more areas may
appear to be regulated than would be at the permitting stage. Shoreline jurisdiction is always
determined during individual permit review.

Other proposed changes to the SMP that add flexibility, clarity, and predictability for property
owners

Additional flexibility and clarity are proposed in the updated SMP, while still ensuring protection
of ecological functions under the SMA.

Renovations: The current draft allows legally nonconforming structures to be completely rebuilt
within their existing footprint in all SEDs, either by the landowner’s choice, or in the event the



structure was destroyed. In the current SMP, renovations are limited to 50% of an existing
structure’s value, or the structure is otherwise required to be moved completely outside the
buffer.

Expansions: The current draft also allows legally existing nonconforming structures to expand
their footprints on the landward side of the structure, up to 500 square feet. Structures may also
extend vertically, to a height of 35 feet. This increases clarity and predictability, as criteria in the
current SMP is not as specific.

Small structures: The proposed draft would allow a small water-oriented storage structure in the
shoreline buffer of most SEDs, in exchange for mitigation.

Docks: The proposed draft includes an option to allow docks in the Natural SED, which is
currently not permitted.

Could the draft SEDs be changed once adopted? What if they are wrong?

Under the proposal, if the SED criteria were misapplied, an SMP amendment may be obtained
consistent with WAC 173-26-100 and proposed Section 19.500.105(I) of the SMP.

Administrative interpretations are also provided for, such as when a SED boundary is in dispute.
Information regarding administrative interpretation of SEDs is found in proposed section
19.200.145 of the draft.

The draft SMP provides guidance for determining the boundary of shoreline jurisdiction, or
boundaries between two SEDs. For parcels on the edge of a reach break that appear to have been
mischaracterized, the draft SMP allows County staff to apply the most appropriate of the two
designations.

How can people understand if and why their designation changed?

Current shoreline environment designations may be viewed using the Thurston GeoData Center
mapping software. GeoData offers trainings for citizens to learn how to use their mapping
products.

Proposed SEDs have been mapped and these maps may be viewed online. Background
information regarding SEDs may be obtained by reviewing the Inventory and Characterization
and Shoreline Environment Designations reports, which are posted online.

Information and maps regarding SEDs will be available during the upcoming SMP open house.
Staff are also preparing fact sheets about a variety of SMP topics, including SEDs. All
information developed will be sent to the County interested parties’ lists.
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Staff continues to work with GeoData to produce a web application that will allow users to
compare mapped shoreline reaches side by side to note areas of changes. Maps showing
proposed changes will be published prior to the open house.

Staff is working out the logistics of providing a physical mailing to the approximately 8,200
property owners whose properties may be affected by the SMP update, advertising the online
tool and open house.









Shoreline Environment Designation Report Excerpt

Attachment 2

Table 2. Thurston County Recommended Shoreline Environment Designation Menu
(WAC 173-26-211) (5).

SED Purpose Designation Criteria Relation to 1990 SMP
(Reach must meet some of the criteria but not all) system and/or state
guidelines (WAC)

Aquatic Protect, restore, and e Lands waterward of the ordinary high-water The "Aquatic" SED is
manage the unigue mark updated from the 1990
characteristics and e May include wetlands SMP to be consistent with
resources of the areas the WAC designation.
waterward of the ordinary
high-water mark.

Natural Protect those shoreline e Ecologically intact and therefore currently The "Natural" SED is
areas that are relatively free performing an important, irreplaceable function updated from the 1990
of human influence, and/or or ecosystem-wide process that would be SMP to be consistent with
that include intact or damaged by human activity. the WAC designation.
minimally degraded e Considered to represent ecosystems and
shoreline functions geologic types that are of particular scientific and
intolerant of human use. educational interest
Only very low intensity uses | o Unable to support new development or uses
are allowed in order to without significant adverse impacts to ecological
maintain the ecological functions or risk to human safety.
functions and ecosystem- e Includes largely undisturbed portions of
wide processes. shoreline areas such as wetlands, estuaries,

unstable bluffs, coastal dunes, spits, and
ecologically intact shoreline habitats.

o Retain the majority of their natural shoreline
functions, as evidenced by shoreline
configuration and the presence of native
vegetation.

e Generally free of structural shoreline
modifications, structures, and intensive human
uses.

Rural Provide for sustained ¢ Outside incorporated municipalities and outside The "Rural Conservancy"

Conservancy | resource use, public access, urban growth areas, AND at least one of the SED is consistent with the
and recreational following: WAC designation. It is
opportunities while protecting | e Currently supporting low-intensity resource- most closely related to
ecological functions, and based uses such as agriculture, forestry, or the 1990 SMP
conserving existing recreation. Conservancy
ecological, historical, and e Currently accommodating residential uses Designation. The
cultural resources, o Supporting human uses but subject to designation is newly

environmental limitations, such as properties labeled "rural

that include or are adjacent to steep banks, conservancy” as it is
feeder bluffs, wetlands, flood plains or other intended for rural areas
flood prone areas that have intact ecological

e Can support low-intensity water-dependent uses | functions.
without significant adverse impacts to shoreline
functions or processes

e Private and/or publically owned lands (upland
areas landward of OHWM) of high recreational
value or with valuable historic or cultural
resources or potential for public access.

¢ Does not meet the designation criteria for the
Natural environment.

Urban Protect and restore o Appropriate and planned for development that The "Urban

Conservancy | ecological functions of open is compatible with maintaining or restoring of Conservancy" SED is
space, floodplain and other the ecological functions of the area, that lie in consistent with the WAC
sensitive lands where they incorporated municipalities, urban growth designation. It is most
exist in urban and areas, or commercial or industrial rural areas of closely related to the
developed settings, while more intense development AND at least one of 1990 SMP Conservancy
allowing a variety of the following: Designation. This
compatible uses.  Suitable for low-intensity water-dependent, designation is newly

water-related or water-enjoyment uses without labeled "urban
significant adverse impacts to shoreline conservancy" as it is
functions or processes intended for urban or

e Open space, flood plain, or other sensitive planned urban areas that
areas that should not be more intensively have intact ecological
developed functions.




Potential for ecological restoration

Retain important ecological functions, even
though partially developed

Potential for development that is compatible with
ecological restoration

Does not meet the designation criteria for the
Natural environment.

ecological functions in areas
with mining activities within
shoreline jurisdiction. To
provide sustained resource
use, and protect the
economic base of those
lands and limit incompatible
uses.

urban growth areas, AND:

Contains shorelines created from mining
activity in areas where no previous naturally
occurring SMA shoreline existed.

Shoreline To accommodate residential Does not meet the criteria for the Natural or This is a new SED

Residential development and Rural Conservancy Environments. intended for residential or
appurtenant structures and Predominantly single-family or multifamily planned residential areas
provide appropriate public residential development or are planned and that generally do not have
access and recreational platted for residential development. intact ecological
uses in areas where Majority of the lot area is within the shoreline functions. The "Shoreline
medium and high density jurisdiction. Residential* SED is
residential developments Ecological functions have been impacted by consistent with the WAC
and services exist or are more intense modification and use. designation. It is most
planned. related to the 1990 SMP

Rural Designation.
Mining To protect shoreline Outside incorporated municipalities and outside This is a new SED

intended to improve
consistency between the
SMP and the
Comprehensive Plan. The
designation is most
closely related to the
"Rural Conservancy"
WAC designation.

In order to assign preliminary environment designations, staff evaluated the inventory and
characterization information for each shoreline reach in relation to the corresponding designation
criteria for each environment. In evaluating each reach in the context of each shoreline
environment designation purpose and criteria, ecological processes and functions were
considered first, and existing and planned land use were considered second. The preliminary
shoreline environment designations were made to assure the protection of existing shoreline
ecological functions with the proposed pattern and intensity of development and to be consistent
with policies for restoration of degraded shorelines. Preliminary recommended shoreline
environment designations are provided in tables 3 -5, and shown on Maps 2 through 7 in
Appendix A. The preliminary environmental designations may be revised based on input from

the STAG, Ecology, and the public.

In some cases, multiple designations are recommended for a given shoreline reach, and the
approximate ‘break’ in the designation boundary is provided. In general, reaches or portions of
reaches were designated Natural if they had high quality habitat characteristics and/or minimal
shoreline modification. Reaches or portions of reaches were designated Shoreline Residential if
they were platted and/or developed for relatively high-density residential development and
showed signs of more intense modification/use, including containing the majority of the lot area
within shoreline jurisdiction. Reaches that contain shorelines created by mining activity were
designated Mining. All other shorelands upland of the Ordinary High Water Mark received an
Urban or Rural Conservancy designation. Public Parks that are wildlife refuges or pristine,
undeveloped environments, were designated Natural, and Public Parks that did not fit that
criteria were designated Rural Conservancy. An Agquatic designation is recommended for all
areas waterward of ordinary high water mark--essentially creating a parallel designation for all
shorelines (one for the shoreland or upland area and one for the water). For Shorelines of
Statewide Significance, environment designation policies, boundaries, and use provisions were




all chosen to implement SMA preferred use policies of RCW 90.58.020(1) through (7) [WAC
173-26-251(3)(c)].

All areas within shoreline jurisdiction that are not mapped and/or designated are automatically
assigned a “rural conservancy” designation, or “urban conservancy” designation if within an
urban growth area, until the shoreline can be re-designated through a master program
amendment.

After public review, formal boundaries will be established for each SED and policies and
regulations prepared specific to that environment. These policies and regulations will apply to all
uses allowed with the environment.

IV. Maps

An up-to-date and accurate map of the shoreline area delineating the shoreline environment
designations and their boundaries will be maintained in the Thurston County Permit Assistance
Center in Thurston County Courthouse Building One [WAC 173-26-211 (2)(b)]. In the event of
a mapping error, Thurston County will rely upon common boundary descriptions and the criteria
contained in RCW 90.58.030(2) and chapter 173-22 WAC pertaining to determinations of
shorelands, as amended, rather than the incorrect or outdated map.
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